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REFORMATION CONSULTATION IN PRAGUE ON ESCHATOLOGY 
AND SOCIAL TRANSFORMATION 
by N .  Gerald Shenk 
Dr.  Gera l d  Shenk (Mennon i t e )  i s  curren t l y  t eaching a t  the 
B i b l i j s ko - t e o l o s k i  I n s t i tu t  at  Zagreb and O s i j ek i n  Yugo­
s l avia. He r e c e ived h i s  Ph.D. d e g r e e  from Nort hw e s t e rn 
University in 1987 with a d i ssertat ion, "The Public  Debate 
on the Social  Role of Rel igion in Contemporary Yugos lavia�" 
Dr. Shenk is an American who l ived and s tudied in Yugo s l avia 
for many y e ar s .  He i s  a member of the Adv i s ory E d i t or i a l  
Board o f  OPREE and pub l i shed  a n  a r t i c l e  in V o l .  I ,  No.  4 . ,  
"Some Social  Expectations o f  Chr i s t ian s  in Yugoslavia with 
Primary Emphas i s  on the Protestant Churches." 
A se cond cons u l t a t i on on the F i r s t  and Rad i c a l  Reformat ions  
brought repres entat ives of e ight historic groups to  Prague, Czechos lo­
vakia,  June 23-28,  1987.  The Comenius Faculty of Protes tant Theology 
hos ted more than thirty members of the Church of the Brethren, Czecho­
s lovak Hussite  Church, Evangel ical Church of Czech Brethren, Hutterian 
Brethren, Mennonite Church, Moravian Church, the Rel igious Society - of 
Friends (Quakers) ,  and Waldensians. 
Part icipants  hoped to raise a j oint witne s s  to urgent issues of 
the contemporary wor l d ,  b a s ed in the s im i l a r i ty o f  the i r  s p i r i tu a l 
root s  in movemen t s  and commun i t i e s  o f  f a i t h  and obe d i en c e  a t  t h e  
fringes of European Chris tendom. A p r ev i ou s  gather ing had explored  
the h i s t or i c a l  r oo t s  ( January 1 9 86 ) ;  the  t a s k  o f  Prague 1987 wa s t o  
d i s ce rn the i mp l i c a t i on s  wh i ch the s epara t i s t  h i s t ory o f  the  gre a t  
hope o f  God ' s  i n te rven t i on h a s  h a d  for  a c tua l t rans form a t i on i n  t he 
world . 
Professor Josef Smolik, Dean of the Comenius Faculty, led d irect­
ly to the cen t r a l  theme w i th a med i ta t i on on s t rength through weak­
ness ,  from I Corinthians 2. The groups repres ented in the consulta­
t ion have traditional ly looked at history from be low, he observed, and 
t h i s  o f fe r s  a un i que p e r s p e c t ive on s o l i d a r i t y  w i th thos e  a t  t h e  
margins o f  society. Smo l ik pointed to the vulnerabi li ty o f  faith as  
the "cross  of real ity," in  which the centra l i ty of Chri s t  i s  contrast­
ed  with the "mi serable s ituat ion of the true Church and of bel ievers 
in thi s  world." 
Profes sor M ilan Opo�ensky, also of the Comenius Faculty and a key 
organizer of the consultat ion,  s tres sed the importance of recovering 
o r i g ina l Reform a t i on think ing on e s ch a t o l ogy as a r e s ource for t h e  
con t e m porary church i n  dea l ing w i th urgent i s sue s in p e a cemaking , 
e c onom i c  j u s t i c e ,  and e c o l o g i c a l  concern for a l l  o f  c re a t ion.  He 
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argued that this agenda should have priori ty a s . a  test  of fai th. "In 
spite  of our s infulne s s  and frag i li ty," Opo�ensky a ffirmed, "in spite 
of demonic powers at work in the world,  we are cal led upon to change 
the world. We are considered worthy of becoming God' s  co-workers in 
the proces s  of humaniz ing thi s  world." He underlined in conclusion: 
"Humank ind is l o ok ing for a revo l u t i onary Chr i s t i a n i t y  w h i ch w i l l  
re ject  the world a s  evi l ,  and w i l l  change i t." 
In another m a j o r  p r e s en t a t i o n ,  P r o fe s s o r  M ar l in M i l l e r  o f  t h e  
Associated Mennonite Biblical Seminaries (Elkhart , Ind iana) portrayed 
"the church in the world as the community of the Kingdom." He identi ­
f i e d  d i fferenc e s  a m o n g  v a r i o u s  Anabap t i s t  g r o u p s  i n  the s ix t eent h  
cent ury in r e fe r en c e  t o  t h e i r  v i e w s  o f  e s cha t o l ogy. "Evange l i c a l "  
groups expected the "coming Kingdom o f  God on earth" t o  bring judgment 
and just ice and peace, but they refused to resort to violent means t o  
h a s t e n  the  r e s t ora t i on o f  t ru e  Chr i s t i an i t y .  T h e  m o r e  m i l i t a n t  and 
revolutionary groups s truggled for a new order through d i rect  act ion ,  
unders tanding thems e lves a s  agents  of d ivine judgment• 
Other part icipants recognized that even sectarian w i thdrawal  into  
exemplary commun i t ie s  repr e s en t s  an i mp l i c i t  r e j e c t i on o f  t h e  sur­
rounding social  order. Both s eparation and d irect involvement can be 
s een as s tance s  "aga ins t  the world and also  for the world." 
Input  on e conom i c  j u s t i c e  by P r o f. Hend r i k  de Lange o f  the 
Ne th e r l an d s  c a l l e d  upon t h e  c hurche s t o  t ak e  r e s pon s ib i l i t y for r e ­
s t or in g  human r e l a t ions  b r oken by t h e  s in s  o f  e c onom i c  g r e e d  a n d  
exploi tat ion. Poverty, hunger,  and the wastefu l  deplet ion of natural 
r e s ou r c e s  a r e  de s t roying human commun i ty on a g l ob a l  s c a l e .  Le s s  
deve l oped  n a t i on s  and fu ture  genera t i on s  a l i ke face  e c o l o g i c a l  and 
economic d isasters unl e s s  present t rends a re checked by changes at  the 
leve l of personal l i fe s tyle and of s t ructural rea l i gnment. 
In c on c l u s i on ,  p a r t i c i pan t s  a f£ i rmed  a d e s i r e  t o  c on t inue the 
p r oc e s s  " t o  grow toge t h e r  into a deeper and more  c o mm i t t e d  fe l low­
ship,"  having "jointly returned to our roo t s ,  drawing on the experi­
ence of our respective commun i t i e s  th roughout the c en t u r i e s . "  Hans 
Me ier of the Hutte rian Bre thren had reminded the group that the wit­
ne s s ing commun i ty f i r s t  a c t s  to put i t s  own f e l l o w s h i p  und e r  the 
discipline of Chr i s t ian love, including economic equa l i ty, before it  
a t t em p t s  t o  act as  a c on s c i en c e  fo r t h e  s e c u l a r  order.  The f in a l  
affirmation brought t h i s  into relation to the theme of suffering which 
appea r s  s o  prom inen t l y among the  inhe r i to r s  o f  P e t e r  o f  W a l d o ,  Jan 
Hus ,  Menno S imon s ,  and other d i s s enting reformers : "We must confess 
that we who come from d iverse d i ssent ing trad i t ions are also  heirs of 
a pos t-Cons tantinian world. We confes s  our temptation to s eek power 
and influence. Yet we are learning again from our pas t  that a Chris­
t i an e x i s t e n c e  i s  frag i l e ,  unc e r t a i n ,  and r i sky.  Wh i l e  w e  d o  not  
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glorify poverty and suffering, we know that we m ay be called upon to 
join the marginalized and suffer ing. Our faith in Jesus Christ lets 
us see that w e  in all our efforts a re sustained by G od ' s  forg iveness 
and grace." 
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